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Abstract
This article responds to Thomas’s (2004) call for investigation into how the internet 
and World Wide Web are changing government in Australia. It first discusses 
e-government principles and policies at the federal level, and then investigates 
initiatives and events in one of Australia’s most populous municipalities, the City 
of Casey in Melbourne’s southeast. The objective of this approach is to understand 
the broader context of e-government policy formulation in Australia, and connect 
this to the level of local government in order to understand the features and 
dynamics of existing e-government mechanisms. The evidence generated from this 
approach reveals an imbalance between service delivery and civic engagement in 
e-government strategies, with the emphasis on consumer-oriented service delivery 
far outweighing civic participation and political dialogue. The analysis that follows 
outlines actual and potential political problems flowing from this imbalance — or 
‘digital democratic deficit’ — and offers suggestions on how equilibrium might 
be restored.
ICT has the potential to increase levels of citizen participation in public 
discussions on the development of government policy. Citizen engagement 
using ICT also has the potential to further promote a culture of democratic 
decision-making in Australia. (Federal Department of Finance and 
Administration, 2007: 2)
This official statement indicates that the future of Australia’s democratic decision-
making processes will be mediated by information and communication technologies 
(ICTs), and in particular the internet and the World Wide Web. Initiatives 
introduced under the federal government’s 2006 e-government strategy include the 
development of national online service points for citizens and businesses (australia.
gov.au and business.gov.au), smartcard frameworks, and best-practice principles 
for government-led citizen engagement via online mechanisms. According to 
the former federal Special Minister of State responsible for e-government, Gary 
Nairn (2007a, 2007b), these measures and principles represent improved methods 
of civic engagement that hold out the promise of enhancing the operation of the 
political system and strengthening democracy. 
Documents announcing these strategies and measures explain that the federal 
government was attempting to encourage broad and diverse citizen involvement 
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in the political system, while also ensuring a consistent standard of ICT-enabled 
engagement for all citizens (Department of Finance and Administration, 2007). By 
‘fostering a new era of citizen government interaction’, the federal government 
claimed to be meeting its ‘responsibility to connect with all Australians’ (Nairn, 
2007b). While the change of national government in November 2007 may result in 
some policy alteration, particularly in relation to smartcard legislation, activity in the 
area of e-government is likely to accelerate, given the new Labor administration’s 
campaign commitment to a ‘broadband revolution’. In other words, existing policies 
and strategies are key ‘building blocks’ for the new Special Minister of State, 
John Faulkner, and the Department of Finance and Administration. Moreover, a 
close look at the available policy documents, media releases and speeches reveals 
inconsistencies between government aims — represented by the opening quotation 
— and the methods and mechanisms being formulated and implemented. Running 
throughout these e-government initiatives is a significant imbalance between service 
delivery and civic engagement, with the emphasis in proposed measures running 
strongly in favour of consumer-oriented service delivery. The direct involvement 
of citizens in the political process and dialogue with elected representatives 
through the internet and World Wide Web is, at best, a secondary concern. The 
focus of analysis here is this imbalance, and the actual and potential democratic 
deficit that flows from it.
This article highlights the important distinction between service delivery and 
civic engagement by first discussing e-government policy at the federal level, and 
then investigating initiatives in one of Australia’s most populous municipalities, the 
City of Casey in Melbourne’s southeast. The justification for this focus is Thomas’s 
(2004) call for understanding of how the internet and the World Wide Web are 
changing government in Australia, as well as the need for ‘low-key’ examinations 
of what is actually occurring in relation to e-government. The evidence presented 
about the City of Casey suggests that the imbalance identified above resonates 
through multiple levels of government. As with the federal system, the initiatives 
being introduced at this local level prioritise service delivery, with comparatively 
circumscribed avenues for political discussion and engagement available. This 
situation represents a missed opportunity that is limiting the connection between 
citizens and their elected representatives, and arguably threatens to either create 
or reinforce a sense of dissatisfaction with the political system as a whole. The 
following section contextualises these issues historically, providing a rough sketch 
of the relationship between government, communication and citizen engagement 
over the past 80 years or more.  
Democratic  paradox 
Over the course of the twentieth century and into the new millennium, elected 
democratic governments have had to address a significant and growing ‘democratic 
paradox’ (Jackson, 1985). The scale and complexity of contemporary society and 
its administration have continued to increase, with representative governments 
19
No. 130 — February 2009 
facing the challenge of remaining small enough to be in touch with citizens but 
substantial enough to manage large-scale social, economic and political issues: 
On the one hand, democracy seems to call for government to remain small 
and close to the people; on the other, efficiency and the regional character 
of many contemporary problems point to the necessity of government that 
is metropolitan in authority and planning. (Jackson, 1985: 155)
This paradox is unlikely to be easily remedied, as representative democracy is 
primarily institutionalised at the level of the nation-state (Thompson, 1995), which 
often inhibits opportunities for direct citizen involvement in the political system 
(Barber, 1984). However, networked communication technologies hold out the 
promise of addressing this challenge, providing tools that allow governments to 
adapt their existing practices to directly address and engage a diverse range of 
citizens in large-scale polities (see Dahlgren, 2001; Papacharissi, 2002; Saco, 
2002; Wilhelm, 2000).
From the perspective of communications, the evolution of broadcast technologies 
and expansion of ‘broadcast environments’ from the 1920s onwards (Winston, 
1998; Holmes, 2005) enabled governments to reinvent public life through mediated 
democracy — that is, public space was extended through political uses of 
broadcast technologies (Thompson, 1995). Yet the use of broadcast technologies for 
government and political communication creates its own paradox: that of visibility 
and isolation (Sennett, 1977). While awareness of political issues becomes more 
widespread, the ability of citizens to participate in political processes remains 
limited. Contemporary social life has subsequently been diagnosed as suffering 
from the withdrawal of citizens from both politics and public life — the ‘fall of 
public man’ (Sennett, 1977). Supporting his argument historically and sociologically, 
Sennett identifies that civic desire to disengage from politics was not caused by 
broadcast media. Rather, broadcast technologies grew in popularity alongside 
changing cultural consumption patterns related to an emergent private sphere 
of home and family. Therefore, one of the supervening social (and cultural) 
necessities (Winston, 1998) for the invention and expansion of radio and television 
broadcasting reflects broader societal transformations that produced the need for 
and widespread acceptance of these technologies. 
Following Sennett’s line of thought, the introduction of networked, two-way 
digital communications technologies may then reflect more recent developments 
that hold out the hope of correctly identifying and overcoming the ‘double helix 
of spiralling bureaucratic complexity twinned with declining civic life’ (Thomas, 
2004: 262). These changes have arguably produced a refreshed need to counteract 
the withdrawal from social interaction and public life that broadcast technologies 
enable. Whereas Sennett argues that ‘[p]assivity is the “logic” of this [broadcast] 
technology’ (Sennett, 1977: 283), Castells (2000) identifies that the networked logic 
of newer, interactive technologies reflects both their operation and the way society 
increasingly is structured. Contemporary power structures have been reorganised 
through network logic and the widespread takeup of ICTs (Castells, 2000, 2004). 
This both reflects and creates new forms of decentralised power no longer bound 
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by vertical, unidirectional information flows emerging from centralised, hierarchal 
and institutional power structures (Juris, 2004). Governments are now responding to 
this societal transformation and implementing new methods to address the needs of 
citizens and the management of populations. In the context of the transformations 
discussed, local governments are ideally situated as ‘testing grounds’ for new 
communication practices with citizens (Pratchett, 1999). 
e-government  initiatives
In understanding existing and developing models of e-government, Silcock (2001) 
outlines six stages that government bodies advance through when adopting 
e-government strategies:
• information publishing/dissemination;
• official two-way transactions;
• multi-purpose portals;
• portal personalisation;
• clustering of common services; and 
• full integration and enterprise transformation. 
To summarise briefly, ‘information publishing/dissemination’ utilises websites to 
provide information about government services. As websites become more advanced, 
additional services become available through ‘official two-way transactions’. These 
include both information and financial transactions such as changing addresses on 
voting registries, paying infringement notices or filing tax returns. As citizens often 
have to deal with multiple government departments, ‘multi-purpose portals’ provide 
a single access point for citizens to gain information and complete transactions 
across different government sectors. ‘Portal personalisation’ enables citizens 
to customise their portals for their individual needs. Government departments 
become more integrated through e-government initiatives and the delivery of 
shared services can be hastened by ‘clustering of common services’. This means 
that citizens will engage with government as a single entity, rather than a series 
of individual departments. ‘Full integration and enterprise transformation’ occurs 
as the operations of government departments are restructured to integrate new 
technologies (Silcock, 2001).
The previous Australian federal government updated its e-government strategy, 
Responsive Government: A New Service Agenda, the year prior to being voted out 
of office. On 8 May 2007, as part of this strategy, over $42 million was allocated 
to develop an Australian Online Service Point (australia.gov.au) for citizens (Turner, 
2007), a commitment likely to be maintained or expanded by the new Labor 
government, which campaigned on the need to improve online communication 
technology infrastructure, efficiency and reach. While still undergoing development, 
this service point is a good example of Silcock’s e-government evolution, loosely 
applying to the first five stages of her typology. This website will enable citizens 
to log on and carry out transactions across multiple government departments 
without needing to reconfirm their identity. It should also enable citizens to update 
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their personal details, which will then be changed automatically across different 
government agencies. In relation to Silcock’s model, what is noteworthy about 
this ‘New Service Agenda’ is not what is proposed — improved service delivery 
mechanisms — but what is missing. It appears that service delivery is being 
conflated with political participation and engagement, with little or no discussion 
of strengthening and expanding the range of citizen input into decision-making and 
policy formulation through networking sites, discussion groups, bulletin boards, 
wikis or blogs. These online engagement mechanisms extend opportunities for 
dialogue with representatives, potentially bridging the actions of governments and 
citizens (Couldry et al., 2007).
The picture that emerges here, and in the examples presented in the remainder 
of this article, highlights a gap between principles of e-government, which include 
well-meaning mission statement terms such as ‘commitment’, ‘community focus’, 
‘responsibility and accountability’, ‘community capability and inclusiveness’, 
‘mutual respect, confidence and trust’ (Department of Finance and Administration, 
2007), and their actual implementation. This gap is evident both within Australian 
e-government initiatives and those implemented in other Western democracies 
(see, for example, Couldry et al., 2007). In fairness to both policy writers and 
political representatives at the municipal, state and federal levels, the novelty and 
experimentation in this area of communication mean that vagueness and uncertainty 
are to be expected in the formulation and application of both policy and technology. 
But it is abundantly clear, even at this early stage, that the energy and thought 
devoted to improving service delivery far exceed the consideration given to the 
political engagement of citizens through mechanisms that foster and encourage 
dialogue between citizens and their political representatives. The following section 
provides evidence in support of this argument at the local level.
the  city  of  casey 
The City of Casey is a large municipality of over 400 square kilometres, 
covering both rural and urban areas. It has been one of Victoria’s fastest growing 
municipalities for over a decade and presently has more than 235 000 residents, 
with predicted growth rates indicating that Casey’s population will be larger than 
that of the Australian Capital Territory by 2031 (www.casey.vic.gov.au). This size 
and growth is creating an increasing citizen demand for services and political 
representation and, in order to manage this upsurge, it is becoming increasingly 
necessary for Casey’s local government to utilise online technologies to manage 
the needs of its constituents. It is for this reason that surveying existing and 
prospective e-government policies and mechanisms in this context is a worthwhile 
exercise. 
Stages  of  e-government  and  policy  directions
The Council of the City of Casey is well situated to introduce methods of online 
engagement as 77 per cent of its population are below the age of 50 (www.
casey.vic.gov.au), suggesting a considerable number of constituents are likely to 
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be familiar with digital technologies and possess the capabilities to use them. 
At present, Casey’s website (www.casey.vic.gov.au) is the council’s primary 
e-government tool, receiving approximately 500 000 visitors per year viewing 
two million pages (City of Casey, 2007). 
The website (www.casey.vic.gov.au) contains an array of material available 
through drop-down menus about local business, events, services and council 
information, including contact details, policies, strategies, council plans, and the 
agenda and minutes of council meetings. A search function is provided, as are 
direct links to information on upcoming events, the Victorian state government’s 
website (www.vic.gov.au) and an online version of the council’s most recent edition 
of CityNews (a 16-page community newsletter). Residents from culturally and 
linguistically diverse (CLD) backgrounds are catered for in five other languages, 
provided with information on building and construction requirements, community 
centre details, public transport availability, rates information and community 
services. The council’s website also enables two-way credit card transactions in 
order to pay rates, animal registration charges and infringement notices. 
This survey indicates that the first two stages of Silcock’s (2001) e-government 
typology — information publishing/dissemination and official two-way transactions 
— are presently being met in Casey. With regard to the first, the information 
supplied about the local government and community has both breadth and depth. 
For example, there are over 200 policies and strategies accessible through the 
council’s website, as well as the minutes and agendas of council meetings and 
annual reports dating back to 1998/99. By comparison, the City of Melbourne’s 
local government (www.melbourne.vic.gov.au) provides online access to information 
on past council meetings dating back to just 2003, and while Melbourne does have 
limited annual reports available for download, it fails to provide any of its policy 
documentation. As previously mentioned, the City of Casey also offers citizens 
the capacity to conduct basic two-way credit card transactions, a common feature 
of local government websites in Australia. The overall picture that emerges here 
is a website focused primarily on one-way information provision, with nominal 
methods available for service delivery and, with the exception of email, no capacity 
for two-way exchange and dialogue.
Again, it is worth noting what is absent here: experimentation with methods of 
civic engagement. While the minutes of Casey council meetings are downloadable, 
the meetings are not webcast, which would increase the mediated visibility 
(Thompson, 2005) and tangibility of council activities and decisions for those 
unable to attend. By contrast, the neighbouring city of Greater Dandenong 
provides webcasts of council meetings, which are also archived online (www.
greaterdandenong.com). These webcasts boast more online viewers than there are 
seats at the venue (Adams, 2003). Also, Casey’s website does not provide avenues 
for direct, reciprocal civic participation through discussion boards, chat facilities 
or blogs, unlike other select Australian local governments. An instructive example 
here is the Brisbane City Council’s ‘have your say online’ discussion board on 
current consultations (www.brisbane.qld.gov.au). Given the situation outlined, the 
issue then becomes one of identifying the policies and plans of the City of Casey 
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that will enable progress through Silcock’s additional four phases of e-government 
— or, alternatively, the introduction of mechanisms fostering the direct input of 
citizens into the political process.
There are several policy and strategy documents indicating a firm commitment 
to advancing Casey, with an example being the C21: A Vision for Our Future 
(2002) development plan. C21 is a comprehensive document, consisting of over 
400 pages in three volumes and devoted to the long-term development and 
sustainability of the municipality. In relation to ICT, the focus is on improving 
communications infrastructure, which is an important issue in successfully creating 
the preconditions for technologically mediated service delivery or civic engagement 
(see Graham, 2004). Initiatives include the development of a multimedia corridor, 
the ‘Casey Technology Park’, which aims to generate business opportunities in 
the region. Another notable measure is the introduction of a broadband internet 
register for people who cannot obtain broadband access (www.casey.vic.gov.au/
broadbandregister). The council intends to use the results of the online register to 
lobby Telstra to improve the availability of broadband exchanges within Casey. 
Targeted infrastructure development is both necessary and welcome in Casey, 
but analysis of these plans reveals that they are weighted towards the creation of 
opportunities for the business community, not citizens. An indicator of this imbalance 
is that, despite the extensive range of documents available, there are no explicit 
policies which govern the operation of the Council’s website. In other words, there 
are no binding obligations in relation to either the functionality or the information 
provided on the website for users. Overseas experience indicates that this type 
of one-sided approach is problematic. Analysing the experience of Dutch cities, 
Cohen et al. (2005) identify that infrastructure development needs to be combined 
with a focus on ICT adoption and use. Inadequate consideration of the varying 
needs of users and the potential uses of ICTs can lead to disenchanted citizens 
filling this online void themselves, resulting in publicly expressed dissatisfaction 
via online sites and dissent in relation to government policy and decisions. The 
City of Casey council has experienced this problem, as the following example 
demonstrates.
networked  dissent
Motivated, concerned citizens are likely to create online spaces for public deliberation 
and communication if governments fail to provide them (see Bentivegna, 2006; 
Tambini, 1999). This type of action may be the outcome of single-issue activism, or 
a more generalised dissatisfaction with the overall quality of democratic processes. 
Both cases are manifestations of a communicative disconnection between citizens 
and their political representatives (Barber, 1984; Castells, 2004). In avoiding 
this problem, and as the Casey council has discovered, it is in the interests of 
governments to provide forums for engagement and dialogue with citizens. 
A pressing and still unresolved issue for the City of Casey is a road development 
strategy known as the Cranbourne bypass. The town of Cranbourne has a population 
of approximately 38 000, with traffic volume on its main street being roughly 
26 000 vehicles per day. This volume, which is projected to grow to more than 
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30 000, is seen as a problem in maintaining safety, shopping centre amenity 
and local business productivity (City of Casey, 2006). The cost of the proposed 
1.2 kilometre arterial road to bypass Cranbourne’s high street is estimated at 
$40–60 million. Casey council has faced considerable opposition in its attempts 
to have the bypass proposal approved. Those opposed include Victoria’s Transport 
Minister (Cranbourne Leader, 2006), who is supported by a VicRoads study that 
indicates there is no need for the bypass (City of Casey, 2006; Osborne, 2006), 
and Cranbourne’s Member of Parliament (MP) (Perera, 2006). Cranbourne’s MP 
has also joined forces with local residents who are strongly against the council’s 
development plans (Osborne, 2006). Many of these residents are from the Hunt 
Club housing estate, past which the arterial road will be diverted. While the estate 
is still undergoing development, its citizens have illustrated that they are prepared 
to mobilise both online and offline. 
The City of Casey council created an online petition for the Cranbourne bypass 
(www.casey.vic.gov.au/cranbournebypass). However, as all councillors support 
the campaign, the petition provided was only in favour of its construction. The 
council’s use of its website to advance only one side of the argument caused 
controversy in the local community, provoking citizens who objected to the 
development plans. A significant strategy for dissenting residents was to establish 
an alternative online petition to that of the Casey council, opposing the building 
of the bypass (www.cranbournebypass.localsearch.net.au). In a peculiarly local 
networked communication strategy, this website was combined with the formation 
of a Residents’ Association that spoke at council meetings, the production of a 
community newsletter, and through contributions and comments in local independent 
newspapers (see, for example, Couper, 2006; Featherstone and Featherstone, 
2006; Sellenger, 2006). The recursive logic of this strategy saw each forum feed 
into the others, culminating in an increased number of people registering their 
disapproval via the online petition. 
While disputes of this type might seem petty or idiosyncratic to those living 
outside the municipality, the passion aroused amongst residents by local issues and 
developments should not be under-estimated. Proposals to build new roads like 
the Cranbourne bypass bring together the often highly contested and emotional 
politics of urban development (Castells, 2004) and the tendency of citizens to 
perceive participation in a democratic society to exist primarily ‘in terms of local 
involvement’ (Couldry and Langer, 2005: 251), with the latter finding emerging 
from extensive data analysis produced by in-depth interviews and panel responses. 
It is little surprise, then, that the World Wide Web is now another battlefront in 
the determination and exercise of power in municipalities. The problem for Casey 
council, as well as other levels of government, is that a failure to offer citizens 
the opportunity to express a wide range of views about political decisions online 
may translate into more permanent citizen-run sites dedicated to agitating against 
councillors or councils. In the context of the example described here, the likelihood 
of this course of action is increased by the fact that the council’s petition in favour 
of the Cranbourne bypass is still available to sign, and no alternative petition 
or online forum for community expression has been provided. Moreover, there 
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are no plans for the introduction of these mechanisms. This situation falls short 
of the federal government’s expressed principles for e-government, particularly 
in relation to ‘accountability’ and ‘inclusiveness’ (Department of Finance and 
Administration, 2007).
conclusion
The evidence presented throughout this article indicates that an imbalance between 
service delivery and civic engagement resonates throughout multiple levels of 
e-governance. While online communication holds out the promise of enhanced 
civic connection with government, current practices limit this possibility by 
confusing improvements to service delivery methods with civic engagement. 
Governments need to envision citizens as more than consumers when designing 
e-government frameworks and mechanisms, especially given the fact that users are 
increasingly encouraged and accustomed to ‘talk back’ in the Web 2.0 environment 
of social networking media. Understood in this way, the changing communications 
environment of contemporary representative democracies holds out great positive 
and negative potential for the development and implementation of e-government 
initiatives. Utilised constructively, this capacity for people to talk back online is 
a resource for governments to gauge public response to new initiatives, refine 
existing policies, and generate a sense of connection and openness with citizens. 
Understood and utilised poorly by overlooking the importance of civic engagement 
mechanisms, the World Wide Web and networked communications become tools 
for dissent, protest and tactical action (Meikle, 2002) for disenfranchised citizens 
who seek to protest government decisions and policies. Whilst these forms of 
counter-discourse are a crucial part of the democratic processes, this latter scenario 
is particularly problematic for local governments, as activists in this context cannot 
be characterised as ‘radicals’ protesting against globalisation per se, neo-liberal 
avarice or unjust wars in far-away lands, but are mostly concerned residents upset 
about road bypasses and development decisions in their neighbourhoods. 
The future of e-government in Australia is one of consolidation, risk and 
promise. Consolidation involves investigation and survey of existing e-government 
practices, as undertaken here in the context of Casey. The building of systematic 
knowledge about e-government policy and practices is necessary to understand 
what is occurring and what might be done in terms of improving both civic 
participation and service delivery. The risk involves ongoing experimentation with 
online communications in an effort to improve civic participation particularly, 
with experiments needing to be targeted and scaled depending on what level of 
government is involved. It is interesting, for instance, that other countries have 
been more adventurous in this area, with Estonia, for example, innovating through 
the use of mobile phone voting (Jouhki, 2007). Experiments run the risk of 
failure, but until they are undertaken and then investigated it is difficult to know 
what online mechanisms are actually useful for both citizens and governments 
(Thomas, 2004). The promise of these e-government experiments — for which 
local governments throughout Australia are well suited for reasons of scale and 
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expense — is that they can help policy-makers and political representatives come 
to terms with the distinction between service delivery and civic engagement, and 
accelerate the process of transforming e-government principles into reality. 
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